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On the validity of sexing data from early excavations: examples from Qau
A brief technical re-examination of a paper by George Mann on the Qau skeletons in the Duckworth collection
is undertaken. Taking into account the original data and technical aspects of skeletal sexing, it is shown that
old data on skeletal sexing may not always be as unreliable as previously thought. Factors that may introduce
errors into this type of data are considered.
In 1989, George E. Mann published an article on 108 skulls belonging to burials excavated at Qau
in Egypt.1 He selected these specimens from a total of 155 skulls sourced from the Qau cemetery
excavations.2 These skulls are currently stored in the Duckworth collection at Cambridge University.3
This paper re-evaluates Mann’s conclusions on the Qau material, taking into account technical aspects
of skeletal sexing as well as the available published documentation.
Based on his examination of these remains, Mann concluded that the sexing of the skeletal remains
undertaken by Brunton’s team in the 1920s4 was sufficiently inaccurate to warrant caution on the part
of researchers utilising sex data on skeletons compiled by early excavators of Egyptian grave sites. His
study has frequently been cited to support the idea that early skeletal analyses may be unreliable.5
However, Mann’s analysis failed to mention that two sets of graves were excavated from cemeteries
in the Qau region by the expedition led by Brunton. One set consists of graves excavated by Brunton,
designated by numbers starting at 100 and not exceeding 6999.6 The second set consists of graves
excavated by Flinders Petrie.7 Petrie’s graveset numbering system started at 1 and did not exceed
1000.8 Brunton resolved the logistical problem posed by this parallel numbering system by adding
7000 to Petrie’s numbers.9 As a result, Petrie’s numbers were recorded as 7001, 7002, and so on, thus
forming a type of upper register consistent with Brunton’s own tomb registers in the final publication.
In total, eighteen skulls in Mann’s subset of 108 were labelled with numbers ranging from 514–906,
while ninety skulls were labelled with numbers ranging from 4805–5299.10 The following analysis will
show that labelling errors may account for the majority of the discrepancies seen by Mann in the
514–906 subset of Duckworth crania from Qau. Out of the total of 108 skeletons scrutinised in his
analysis, Mann deemed the thirteen skulls with numbers under 1000 (listed in table 1) to have been
wrongly sexed by Brunton, and found that five skulls with numbers under 1000 (listed in table 2)
agreed with the sex data given by Brunton.11 The thirteen skulls in table 1 may have been derived
from Petrie’s excavation without being renumbered to Brunton’s 7000-series. When calculating the
incidence of wrongly identified skeletons, Mann separated his data into two categories:
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1. adult skulls that were of a different sex than those on Brunton’s list, and
2. adult skulls that were identified as children by Brunton.
The skulls in table 1 have been separated into these two categories by highlighting skull data from
category 2 in grey.
Table 1 Tabulation of Mann’s sexing results for skulls from burials numbered under 1000 at Qau. This
table only includes results found by Mann to disagree with Brunton’s sexing in the Qau publications.
Burials with equivalent numbers from Petrie and Brunton’s excavations are compared to Mann’s results.
Skeletal remains listed as belonging to children in the Brunton grave series are highlighted in grey
Petrie Mann Brunton
Tomb No. Sex Tomb No. Sex Tomb No. Sex
7519 M 519 M 519 F
7526 M 526 M 526 Child
7534 M 534 M 534 Child
7540 F 540 F 540 M
7563 M? 563 M 563 F
7564 F 564 M 564 F
7568 F 568 F 568 M
7772 M 772 F 772 Child
7806 M, F, Infant 806 F 806 M?
7820 M 820 M 820 F
7840 No skeleton listed 840 M 840 Child
7905 Adult body shown on
tomb card, sex not
given
905 M 905 Child
7906 No skeleton listed 906 M 906 F
Comparing the sexing results given by Mann for eight adult skulls in category 1 with sexing results
for equivalently numbered graves uncovered by Petrie reveals that sexing data given by Petrie for
grave numbers 7519, 7534, 7540, 7563, 7568, and 7820 corresponds to Mann’s sexing results for skulls
marked as 519, 534, 540, 563, 568, and 820 in the Duckworth collection. This agreement suggests
that these skulls most likely came from the Qau excavation led by Petrie, rather than the Brunton
excavation. Of the remaining two ‘misidentified’ adult remains, grave 7806 was a multiple grave
identified as containing a male, a female, and an infant by Petrie. It could theoretically be said that
Petrie’s sexing agrees with Mann’s conclusion if only the female skeleton found in this grave was
saved and preserved at Cambridge. Grave 7905 was never sexed by Petrie, and could therefore also be
discounted from Mann’s list of misidentified skeletons. Finally, grave 7906 was not listed as containing
any human remains by Petrie.
Mann noted that five skulls (526, 534, 772, 840, and 905) appeared to have been misidentified as
belonging to children.12 If the sex and age data of Petrie’s graveset is compared to Mann’s data, it
becomes clear that four of Petrie’s graves bearing the same numbers (7526, 7534, 7772, 7905) were
identified as containing adults. This agrees with Mann’s conclusions. In the case of skulls 7526 and
7534, Mann’s sexing also agrees with that of Petrie. The fifth grave (7840) was not noted to contain
any skeletal remains by Petrie.
The five skulls numbered under 1000 that Mann felt were correctly identified by Brunton (shown
in table 2) likely did not come from Petrie’s excavation. this can be demonstrated by comparing
12Mann, JEA 75, 249.
3 BRIEF COMMUNICATIONS JEA 99
the sexing data for these skulls with the identifications given by Petrie for his grave series. Twice,
Brunton’s tomb numbers find no equivalent in Petrie’s numbering series. In the three cases where
Brunton and Petrie’s numbering system does overlap within this subset, graves 539 and 552 of
Brunton’s set contain children, while Petrie’s graves 7539 and 7552 contain adult remains. Finally,
grave 760 was said to contain a male by Brunton, while no skeletal remains are listed for Petrie’s
grave 7760 (see table 2).
Table 2 Tabulation of Mann’s sexing results for skulls from burials numbered under 1000 at Qau.
This table only includes results found by Mann to agree with Brunton’s sexing in the Qau publications.
Burials with equivalent numbers from Petrie and Brunton’s excavations are compared to Mann’s results
Petrie Mann Brunton
Tomb No. Sex Tomb No. Sex Tomb No. Sex
Nonexistent Tomb nonexistent 514 F 514 F
7539 F 539 Child 539 Child
7552 M 552 Child 552 Child
Nonexistent Tomb nonexistent 752 M 752 M
7760 No skeleton listed 760 M 760 M
In his paper, Mann listed twenty-two labelled skulls from the Duckworth Qau collection as being
erroneously sexed.13 Given the above analysis, the number of misidentified skeletons from Qau can
be reduced if 7000-series graves sexed by Petrie are taken into account. The error margin of 20.3%
inaccurate sexing results calculated by Mann for the 108 Qau skulls he examined14 can now be reduced
to an error margin of 15.7% at the most conservative estimate by subtracting skulls no. 519, 540,
563, 568, and 820 from his total of 22 inaccurately sexed skulls. This percentage can further be
reduced to 14.8% if grave 806 is also subtracted. Finally, Brunton mentions in his publication that
different expeditions to Qau were conducted over several years. His 1924 season15 15 uncovered graves
numbered from 1653 to 5299.16 Brunton also noted that Petrie conducted his only Qau expedition in
1924.17 An examination of the skull numbers given in Mann’s table 118 shows that, aside from the
skulls with numbers under 1000, all of the 108 skulls Mann examined have numbers ranging from
4805 to 5299. Given what is suggested by the above analysis, it appears likely that the majority of the
skulls now in the Duckworth collection were derived from Brunton and Petrie’s 1924 Qau expeditions.
In early excavations of Predynastic sites, there was a wide variability in the effort exerted to sex
skeletal remains. Bodies were often not sexed, or vague estimations of sex may have been made on the
basis of grave goods.19 Some expeditions like the Naga ed-Deir excavation did have trained medical
professionals as part of the team.20 Other excavations shipped a portion of the uncovered skeletal
material to overseas institutions where they were subsequently sexed by qualified professionals.21 The
Qau excavation employed yet another method. Here, the remains were sexed in the field by Brunton’s
assistants, who had been given instructions on the basics of skeletal sexing during the first field season
by the anatomist Douglas Derry.22 It is unlikely that members of Petrie’s team received the same
training, as they arrived in the second season of work.23 However, the general accuracy of the skeletal
13Mann, JEA 75, 248.
14Ibid.
15From November 1923 to April 1924. Brunton, Qau, 1.
16Ibid., 3.
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21C. D. Fawcett and A. Lee, ‘A Second Study of the Variation and Correlation of the Human Skull, With Special
Reference to the Naqada Crania’, Biometrika 1 (1902), 408–67.
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sexings attributed to skulls numbered under 1000 in the Duckworth collection seems to indicate that
they may also have received some training.
Aside from these considerations, it must also be remembered that the Qau remains were likely sexed
when first uncovered. The skulls that eventually entered the Duckworth collection were conceivably
still attached to bodies at that time, and therefore could have been sexed on the basis of the more
reliable pelvic dimensions instead of the less reliable skull measurements.24 Any modern re-sexing of
the skulls would therefore be unable to take into account the skeletal data available to the original
excavators. In a recent study, modern comparative material has been used in an attempt to mitigate
the problem this issue poses for analysis.25 The same problem would likely be present in any old
skeletal analyses that dealt mostly with cranial material.26
The sexing error margin in Mann’s sample of skeletons from Qau may be much lower than Mann
originally concluded. Consequently, it is suggested that sexing in old excavation reports should not
necessarily be discounted on the basis of Mann’s conclusions.27 The accuracy of skeletal sexings from
old reports can vary according to the expertise of the people examining the remains, as well as their
state of preservation. Thus, generalising statements about the accuracy of these sexings should be
avoided, and each excavation should be treated in light of the available archival documentation as
well as the preserved remains wherever possible.
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